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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 

The  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee  presents  this  draft  report  to  the  South 

End  Working  Group  for  discussion,  with  purpose  of: 

0    Identifying  the  design  assets  and  liabilities  that  either  contribute  to,  or 
detract  from,  the  visual  and  environmental  quality  of  the  South  End;  and 

o    Recommending  to  the  Working  Group  design  guidelines  for  vacant  and 
underutilized  parcels  which  have  development  potential,  including  Boston 
Redevelopment  Authority  disposition  parcels. 

The  South  End  is  a  unique  urban  neighborhood  constituting  of  the  largest 
intact  historic  Victorian  rowhouse  district  in  the  United  States.  The  19th  century 
industrial  buildings  along  the  Harrison  Avenue/Albany  Street  corridor  also  add  to 
the  architectural  significance  of  the  South  End.  Much  of  the  historical  character 
of  the  buildings  and  street  plans  have  been  maintained  within  this  historic 
district,  however,  there  are  extensive  areas  of  public  and  private  vacant  land 
which  have  development  potential. 

The  design  goals  for  the  South  End  are  to  preserve  and  to  enhance  key 
elements  of  this  urban  design.  New  development  should  refer  to  and  acknowledge 
these  elements.  These  elements  include  the  (1)  pedestrian  scale  of  the 
neighborhood,  (2)  the  historical  significance  of  the  neighborhood,  and  (3)  the 
planned  design  features  of  the  neighborhood. 

In  consideration  of  these  goals,  the  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee 
recommends  that  new  development  on  vacant  and  underutilized  land  conform  to 
the  following  specific  guidelines: 

1 .  Restore  and  extend  the  historic  pattern  of  street  blocks  in  the  South  End. 

2.  Encourage  the  creation  of  pcominent  focal  points  and  presen/e  existing  view 
corridors. 

3.  Establish  height  limits  which  are  compatible  with  the  architecture  of  various 
neighborhoods  in  the  South  End. 
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4.  Build  new  buildings  to  conform  to  prevalent  setbacks  in  order  to  create 
distinctive,  well-defined  streets  and  avenues. 

5.  Build  new  buildings  which  are  compatible  with  the  proportion,  scale,  mass, 
and  design  features  of  adjacent  buildings. 

6.  Use  brick  as  the  primary  construction  materials  for  new  buildings  in  keeping 
with  historic  South  End  architecture. 

7.  Build  attractive  fences  around  community  gardens  which  are  compatible  with 
the  design  of  adjacent  buildings. 

8.  Create  streets  with  trees,  plantings,  appropriate  sidewalk  paving  and  public 
parks  in  the  tradition  of  historic  streets  such  as  Union  Park  or  Rutland 
Square. 

If  accepted  by  the  Working  Group,  the  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority  will 
incorporate  these  guidelines  into  the  Requests  for  Proposals  which  the  Authority 
will  issue  as  part  of  the  disposition  process  for  public-owned  parcels  in  the  South 
End. 

In  order  to  further  implement  and  enforce  these  design  guidelines,  the  Sub- 
Committee  proposes  the  following  plan  of  action: 

o    Review  the  height,  setback  and  floor  area  ratio  requirements  of  the  Zoning 
Code,  as  necessary. 

o    Make  additional  areas  of  the  South  End  subject  to  the  South  End  Landmark 
District  Commission  standards  and  criteria,  which  dictate  the  height,  scale, 
mass,  site  layout  and  material  of  new  construction,  by  extending  the  District 
boundary. 

0    Negotiate  ways  to  achieve  these  guidelines  with  other  agencies  or 

organizations  as  the  Boston  Housing  Authority  or  the  Trust  for  Public  Land. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The  South  End  is  the  largest  intact  historic  Victorian  rowhouse  district  in 
the  United  States,  distinguished  by  a  high  degree  of  architectural  coherence. 
Within  this  historic  neighborhood,  there  are  extensive  areas  of  vacant  and 
underutilized  land,  the  legacy  of  the  1960's  urban  renewal  era,  which  have 
tremendous  potential  for  development.  The  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority  and 
the  City  of  Boston  own  much  of  this  vacant  land  which  these  public  agencies  will 
eventually  make  available  for  new  development.  In  order  to  ensure  that  new 
development  on  these  vacant  parcels  (both  public  and  private)  enhances,  rather 
than  detracts  from,  the  highly  valued  design  quality  of  the  South  End,  the  Urban 
Design  Sub-Committee  is  recommending  a  set  of  design  guidelines  for  the 
development  of  these  parcels. 

If  accepted  by  the  Working  Group,  the  BRA  will  incorporate  these  into  the 
Request  for  Proposals  which  the  Authority  will  issue  as  part  of  the  disposition 
process  for  public-owned  parcels  in  the  South  End. 

ANALYSIS 

In  order  to  reach  consensus  on  these  guidelines,  the  Sub-Committee  analyzed 

existing  conditions  in  the  South  End  and  identified  the  design  assets  and 

liabilities  that  either  contributed  to,  or  detracted  from  the  visual  and 

environmental  quality  of  the  South  End.  Some  of  the  design  qualities  which  give 

the  South  End  Its  unique  character  are  as  follows: 

0    Repetitive  architectural  elements  such  as  bay  windows,  bow  fronts,  detailed 
cornices,  exterior  steeps,  mansard  and  gable  roofs  (in  some  cases)  and 
dormer  windows. 

0    A  network  of  focal  points  that  give  a  visual  order  to  the  neighborhood  (i.e., 
views  of  church  steeples  at  the  end  of  the  streets). 
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o    Narrow  residential  cross-streets,  interesting  wide  boulevards  and  avenues 
(Tremont  Street,  Columbus  Avenue),  that  connect  the  various  neighborhoods 
to  the  larger  South  End  community  and  ensure  a  sense  of  accessibility  to  all 
residents. 

0    Intimate,  pedestrian  scale  blocks. 

0    Consistent  street  walls,  building  heights  and  setbacks. 

o    Consistent  scale  and  proportion. 

The  following  excerpt  from  the  1983  Report  of  the  South  End  Study 
Committee  on  the  Designation  of  the  South  End  as  a  Landmark  District  succinctly 
describes  the  urban  form  of  the  South  End:  "The  South  End  is  large,  well- 
defined,  and  densely  built  up.  The  major  boulevards  have  long  vistas  while  the 
shorter,  often  tree-lined  residential  cross-streets  are  slightly  curved.  The 
different  streets  are  distinguished  by  width  and  direction,  by  subtle  variations  in 
the  architectural  style  and  height  that  vary  from  one  block  to  another,  and  by 
the  proximity  of  open  park  space  or  the  presence  of  a  fenced-in  "English"  park 
found  on  some  of  the  short  residential  blocks. 

In  this  century  there  have  been  three  substantial  alterations  to  the 
nineteenth  century  landscape:  the  major  east-west  streets  have  been  connected 
by  bridges  across  the  railroad  track  right-of-way  to  their  counterparts  in  the 
Back  Bay,  ending  the  nearly  total  isolation  of  the  South  End  from  that  district; 
much  of  the  Fort  Point  Channel  has  been  filled  in,  eliminating  the  last  vestige  of 
harbor  shoreline  and  Its  related  maritime  industries;  and  the  building  of  the 
Cathedral,  Castle  Square,  and  I.B.A.  housing  developments  which  radically  altered 
the  street  patterns  and  replaced  the  original  buildings  in  those  articular  areas. 

The  residential  buildings  which  are  predominant  in  the  South  End  are  the 
red  brick  rowhouses  of  four  or  five  sorties  with  double  basement  and  mansard 
roof.  Characteristic  architectural  features  include  decorative  entrance  canopies, 
decorative  iron-work  and  granite  of  brownstone  trim.  The  most  popular  styles  of 
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houses  are  the  bow  front,  the  flat  front,  and  the  angle  bay.  ITiere  are  some 

brownstone  buildings,  some  smaller  three-story  houses,  a  few  frame  houses,  and 

some  larger -apartment  buildings  and  commercial  structures.  A  major  element  of 

the  South  End  is  its  many  distinctive  churches  and  associated  structures. 

Important  also  are  the  municipal  and  civic  buildings  that,  with  few  modern 

exceptions,  relate  in  style,  materials,  and  design  to  the  overall  framework." 

The  design  goals  for  the  South  End  should  be  to  preserve  and  to  enhance 

key  elements  of  this  urban  design.  New  development  should  refer  to  and 

acknowledge  these  elements  which  are  as  follows: 

o    Pedestrian  Scale  of  the  Neighborhood 

The  design  and  location  of  the  South  End  provides  for  a  strong  pedestrian 
emphasis.  Tree  lined  streets  grace  the  neighborhood.  Brick  walls 
preidominate.  The  4-5  story  scale  of  the  buildings  and  width  of  the  streets 
provide  for  the  pedestrian  nature.  Walking  in  this  area  is  inviting  because 
of  access,  location  and  scale.  Neighborhood  shops  are  conveniently  located 
within  walking  distance.  Small  business  areas  are  located  within  the 
neighborhood.  The  central  location  of  the  South  End  also  allows  easy 
pedestrian  accessibility  to  downtown  and  other  parts  of  Boston. 

o    Historical  Significance  of  the  Neighboriiood 

Many  of  the  structures  in  the  South  End  date  back  to  the  Victorian  era. 
Large  parts  of  the  South  End  have  been  designated  in  the  national  Register 
of  Historic  Places;  this  landmark  district  is  covered  by  Landmark  and 
Protection  area  guidelines.  New  construction  should  actively  defer  to  these 
historical  precedents  and  context  in  these  areas.  Materials  such  as  red  brick 
and  stone  predominate.  Bowfronts  and  bays  are  characteristic  of  this 
Victorian  element. 

o    Planned  Design  Features 

This  area  is  marked  by  a  planned  and  high  quality  of  design.  Visual  focal 
points  are  present  throughout.  Uniform  regular  repeating  patterns  of  the 
streetscape  enhance  the  visual  uniformity.  The  area  is  characterized  by  an 
English  park  style  which  softens  the  urban  environment  and  creates  a  visual 
center.  The  scale  of  the  buildings  are  comfortable  to  the  individual.  New 
buildings  should  speak  to  this  architectural  vernacular  present  in  this  area. 
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In  consideration  of  these  goals,  the  Sub-Committee  recommends  several 
specific  guidelines  for  new  development  which  are  outlined  in  the  following 
section  of  this  report. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.       Restore  and  extend  the  historic  pattern  of  street  blocks  in  the  South  End. 

Map  1  shows  the  historic  street  brick  pattern  of  the  South  End  prior  to  the 
urban  renewal  program  in  the  1960s.  The  most  valued  architectural 
characteristics  of  the  South  End  result,  in  part,  from  the  size  of  the  traditional 
residential  streets,  blocks  and  parcel  sizes  within  these  blocks. 

The  size  and  parcelization  of  the  typical  block,  to  an  extent,  dictates  the 
height,  scale  and  bulk  of  buildings  on  the  block.  In  the  South  End  the  width  of 
the  typical  block  allows  space  for  regular  rows  of  attached  townhouses  facing 
each  of  the  streets,  which  bound  the  block,  with  sufficient  space  between  the 
back  of  each  townhouse  to  allow  for  private  or  semi-private  outdoor  space. 

The  layout  of  each  block  has  imposed  an  intimate,  pedestrian  scale  on  the 
neighborhood.  The  length  of  each  block  never  exceeds  800'  which  means  that 
major  retail  streets  (such  as  Tremont  Street)  are  never  more  than  a  five  minute 
walk  for  residents  living  in  the  middle  of  the  block.  These  dimensions  are 
conducive  to  pedestrian  use,  a  positive  aspect  that  South  End  residents  often 
identify. 

The  remarkable  consistency  of  these  block  dimensions  have  ensured  an 
appealing,  unifying  regularity  of  building  size,  shape  and  scale,  which  contributes 
to  the  South  End's  architectural  identity.  Both  residents  and  outsiders  see  the 
South  End  as  a  unified  district  of  similar,  but  distinct  buildings  creating  a  "sense 
of  place",  rather  than  a  random  collection  of  detached  buildings  of  contrasting 
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size,  shape  and  architectural  style.  In  the  industrial  areas  of  the  South  End,  this 
block  pattern  also  has  imposed  a  regularity  on  the  larger  manufacturing/warehouse 
buildings  which,  in  the  best  historic  examples,  has  created  a  distinct  architectural 
identity. 

Site  layouts  within  this  South  End  street  pattern  has  allowed  for  low-scale 
buildings  which,  nevertheless,  have  accommodated  large  enough  population 
densities  to  support  a  variety  of  amenities  such  as  neighborhood  stores,  churches, 
cultural  institutions,  parks  and  other  active  public  areas  that  enrich  city  life. 

Map  2  shows  the  historic  street  block  pattern  overiaid  on  the  existing  South 
End  and  extended  out  into  the  vacant  and  underutilized  land  beyond  Albany 
Street.  By  imposing  this  "street  grid"  on  large  potential  development  sites,  we 
can  ensure  that  the  scale  of  new  development  in  these  areas  is  in  keeping  with 
the  historic  architectural  and  urban  design  context  of  the  South  End,  in  the  same 
way  that  the  19th  century  street  and  block  and  ensured  a  sensitive  architectural 
scale. 

Map  2  also  shows  the  areas,  built  in  the  1960s  and  1970s,  which  interrupt 
the  prevalent  street  pattern:  Boston  City  Hospital,  Boston  University  Medical 
Center,  the  Cathedral  Housing  Project,  the  IBA/Villa  Victoria  development.  Castle 
Square  and  the  former  New  York  Streets  Industrial  Area  Planners  built  each  of 
these  large  developments  by  closing  off  existing  streets  and  combining  small 
blocks  to  create  "superblocks".  The  "campus-like"  site  layout  of  these 
developments  violated  the  historic  street  pattern  of  the  South  End. 

In  most  cities,  the  width  and  direction  of  the  typical  street  denotes  the 
degree  of  permissible  public  accessibility:  a  pedestrian  knows  that  a  narrow, 
winding  back  alley  is  probably  not  accessible  to  the  public  while  a  wide  avenue  is 
clearly  part  of  the  public  domain.  The  closing  of  an  existing  street  gives  the 

NHD19/05.RPT 
052190/8 


bOUlH  tiJNU  UliVtLOFMHNT  POLICY  PLAN 


RESTORED  AND  EXTENDED  HISTORIC  STREET  BLOCK 
PATTERN  IN  THE  SOUTH  END 


Existing  street  blocks 

Areas  where  streets  have  been  closed 
to  create  "superblocks." 

Proposed  street  blocks 


MAP  2 


perception  that  public  access  to  an  area,  or  group  of  blocks,  is  no  longer 
permitted. 

In  the  South  End,  the  closing  of  streets  to  create  these  "superblocks"  has 
isolated  these  developments  from  the  community  and  created  the  perception  that 
these  areas  are  not  accessible  to  neighborhood  residents.  This  isolation  is 
compounded  by  the  fact  that,  in  some  cases,  planners  set  back  the  buildings  from 
the  street  in  contrast  to  the  site  layout  of  typical  attached  South  End  rowhouses 
(i.e.,  Cathedral  Housing  Project).  Residents  in  these  housing  projects  are  often 
not  perceived  as  being  part  of  the  larger  community.  The  large  buildings  in  the 
Medical  Area  "superblocks"  turn  blank  walls  to  pedestrians  on  the  streets  which 
bound  this  area,  effectively  isolating  these  institutions  from  the  South  End 
community  and  further  creating  the  perception  that  these  areas  are  off  limits  to 
residents. 

Given  the  disruptive  impact  of  1960's  urban  renewal  "superblock"  planning  n 
the  South  End,  the  Development  Policy  Plan  should  include  guidelines  which: 

0    Prohibit  street  closings  in  future  developments. 

o    Restore  the  historic  street  block  pattern  to  the  extent  possible. 

o    Extend  this  street  pattern  into  the  large  vacant  development  parcels  beyond 
Harrison  Avenue. 

2.       Erxxxjrage  the  creation;  of  prominent  focal  points  and  preserve  existing  view 
conridors. 

Views  of  prominent  focal  points  such  as  the  church  steeple  at  the  end  of 
Wan-en  Avenue,  the  Cathedral  at  the  bend  of  Washington  Street,  the  Christian 
Science  dome  from  Springfield  Street,  enhance  the  visual  quality  of  the  South 
End. 

New  buildings  should  not  obstruct  important  existing  view  corridors.  Where 

it  is  possible,  new  development  on  large  parcels  (in  the  Albany  Street  area,  for 
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example)  should  include  focal  points  of  architectural  interest  at  the  end  of  views 
down  existing  streets. 

In  the  spirit  of  the  historic  South  End,  new  buildings  at  important 
intersections  should  mark  the  corner  highly  visible  and  distinctive  architectural 
features,  such  as  rounded  bays. 


3.       Establish  height  Gmits  which  are  compatible  with  the  architecture  of  various 
neighbortKxxJs  in  the  South  End. 

The  height  of  proposed  development  should  relate  to  the  individual 
neighborhood  character  and  the  height  and  scale  of  adjacent  buildings  to  avoid  an 
overwhelming  or  dominating  appearance  of  new  structures. 

Map  3  shows  recommended  height  limitations  for  various  areas  of  the  South 

End. 

o    Albany  Street  Corridor.  The  area  between  Albany  Street  and  the  Expressway 
includes  large  areas  of  vacant  land  on  the  fringe  of  the  South  End  at  the 
farthest  point  from  residential  areas.  It  seem  appropriate  to  allow  building 
heights  between  40'  and  150'  in  this  area  where  there  will  be  the  least 
visual  impact  on  residential  neighborhoods.  Larger  buildings  should  be 
restricted  to  this  corridor  where  people  working  or  residing  in  these 
buildings  will  have  direct  access  to  tne  Expressway  without  needing  to  pass 
through  the  residential  streets  of  the  South  End.  The  positive  visual  impact 
will  be  that  buildings  in  this  height  range  will  block  unsightly  views  of  the 
Expressway  down  cross-streets  from  Harrison  Avenue  and  provide  an 
opportunity  for  interesting,  compatible  architecture  serving  as  focal  points 
for  existing  streets. 

0    Mid-Rise  Areas.  In  the  industrial  areas  within  the  Harrison  Avenue  corridor 
and  along  Herald  Street,  the  height  of  new  buildings  should  generally  be 
between  30'  and  100'. 

o  Low-Rise  Area.  New  building  heights  should  not  exceed  70'  except  in  Mid- 
rise  Zones  along  major  streets  or  the  Albany  Street  Corridor,  in  order  to  be 
consistent  with  the  low-rise  residential  character  of  the  South  End. 

The  height  of  buildings  along  streets  significantly  affects  a  person's 

perception  of  the  street.  If  the  building  heights  are  low  in  relation  to  the  width 

of  the  street,  peripheral  views  down  the  street  are  not  contained  enough  to 
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provide  "a  sense  of  unifying  space."  Conversely,  tail  buildings,  forming  a 
continuous  "street  wall,"  which  ave  a  height  much  greater  than  the  width  of  the 
street,  will  block  sunlight  and  make  the  street  feel  claustrophobic. 

The  heights  of  new  buildings  in  the  South  End  should  conform  to  a  ratio  of 
street  wall  height  to  width  of  between  1 :2  and  1:1.  This  formula  should  be  the 
basis  of  recommended  height  guidelines  on  vacant  parcels,  particularly  at  the 
intersections  of  major  streets.  (See  figures  1  and  2.) 

4.       Build  new  buik^ngs  to  confcxm  to  prevalent  setbacks  in  order  to  create 
distinct,  wett-defined  streets  and  avenues  reminiscent  of  Tremont  Street, 
Columbus  Averuje,  and  the  intimate  resxjential  streets  in  the  South  Erxj. 

The  site  layout  of  new  developments  should  have  continuous  building  facades 

with  set-backs  that  are  in  keeping  with  the  historic  pattern  of  the  South  End. 

With  few  exceptions,  South  End  buildings  with  set-backs  such  as  the  industrial 

buildings  along  Washington  Street  between  East  Berkeley  and  Herald  Streets  or 

the  hospital  buildings  along  Harrison  Avenue  -  detract  from  the  urban  quality  of 

the  South  End.  (See  figures  3  and  4.) 


5.       Buikj  new  buikfin^s,  whkii  are  compatible  with  the  proportxxis,  scale, 
massing  arxj  design  feabjres  of  adjacent  buikjings. 

New  developments  should  reflect  the  positive  aspects  of  the  existing 

architectural  context  of  the  South  End.  New  buildings  should  confomn  to  the 

proportion  arxJ  scale  of  historic  South  End  architecture  by: 

o    Using  the  same  proportions  of  windows,  doors  and  other  features  of  the 
historic  Victorian  architecture  of  the  South  End.  (In  the  case  of  residential 
buildings.) 

o    Designing  facades  of  new  buildings  that  display  proportions,  textures  and 
details  (such  as  window  bays,  stoops,  oriels,  belt  courses,  cornice  lines, 
columns,  piers  and  moulding)  which  are  compatible  with  adjacent  historic 
buildings. 
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TTie  mass  and  scale  of  new  buildings  should  be  consistent  with  the  mass  of 
existing  buildings  on  adjacent  blocks. 

New  residential  developments  should  follow  the  massing  of  traditional  row 
house  buildings  that  have  resulted  from  the  incremental  parcelization  of  typical 
blocks. 

6.  Use  proper  red  brick  as  the  primary  construction  material  for  new  buildings 
in  keeping  with  historic  Soutn  ErxJ  architecture. 

7.  Buikj  attractive  ferx:es  arourxj  community  gardens  whkii  are  compatible  with 
the  design  of  adjacerrt  buikJings. 

8.  Create  streets  with  trees,  plantings,  appropriate  sxJewaBc  paving  arxJpublk: 
parks  in  the  traditkxi  of  N^oric  streets  suc^  as  Unkxi  Park  or  Rutlarxj 
Square. 

NEXT  STEPS  FOR  THE  URBAN  DESIGN  SUB-COMMITTEE 

With  the  approval  of  the  Working  Group,  the  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee 
proposes  to  follow  up  this  report  in  several  ways: 

1 .  The  Sub-Committee  will  prepare  a  final  revised  version  of  this  report  which 
incorporates  comments  from  the  Working  Group.  Due  Date:  May  23, 1990. 

2.  The  Sub-Committee  will  work  with  the  Land  Use  Sub-Committee  to  explore 
the  urban  design  implications  of  recommended  land  uses.  As  part  of  the 
Land  Use  Report,  the  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee  will  attach  an  analysis 
whidi  summarizes  the  development  capacity  of  vacant  or  underutilized  land 
under  current  zoning.  Due  Date:  June  6, 1990. 

3.  With  the  help  of  the  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority  staff,  the  Sub- 
Committee  will  recommend  to  the  Working  Group  a  streetscape  design  for 
the  reconstnjction  of  Washington  Street,  Including  proposals  for  sidewalks 
landscaping  and  other  amenities.  These  recommendations  should  serve  a  the 
South  End  Working  Group's  response  the  MBTA's  Environmental  Notification 
Form  (ENF)  for  the  Washington  Street  Replacement  Transit  Improvement 
Project  It  is  critical  that  the  Group  respond  when  the  Massachusetts 
Environmental  Protection  Agency  public  comment  period  begins  on  April  26, 
1990  in  order  to  ensure  that  the  MBTA  develops  plans  for  the  Washington 
Street  reconstruction  in  a  way  that  further  the  objectives  of  the 
Development  Policy  Plan.  Due  Day:  Early  May. 
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the  Working  GriuD's  re5ommflnrwf  iIoh  .^  disposrtion  parcels  based  on 
included  in  the  BF&  Ren^eTfor  Pmr^^.o  f  ®^-  ^®?®  guidelines  will  be 
to  be  determinwi       ^  Proposals  for  parcel  disposition.  Due  Date- 
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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 

The  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee  presents  this  draft  report  to  the  South 

End  Working  Group  for  discussion,  with  purpose  of: 

0    Identifying  the  design  assets  and  liabilities  that  either  contribute  to,  or 
detract  from,  the  visual  and  environmental  quality  of  the  South  End;  and 

0    Recommending  to  the  Working  Group  design  guidelines  for  vacant  and 
underutilized  parcels  which  have  development  potential,  including  Boston 
Redevelopment  Authority  disposition  parcels. 

The  South  End  is  a  unique  urban  neighborhood  constituting  the  largest  intact 
historic  Victorian  rowhouse  district  in  the  United  States.  The  19th  century 
industrial  buildings  along  the  Harrison  Avenue/Albany  Street  corridor  also  add  to 
the  architectural  significance  of  the  South  End.  Much  of  the  historical  character 
of  the  buildings  and  street  plans  have  been  maintained  within  this  historic 
district,  however,  there  are  extensive  areas  of  public  and  private  vacant  land 
which  has  development  potential. 

The  design  goals  for  the  South  End  are  to  preserve  and  to  enhance  key 
elements  of  this  urban  design.  New  development  should  refer  to  and  acknowledge 
these  elements.  These  elements  include  the  (1)  pedestrian  scale  of  the 
neighborhood,  (2)  the  historical  significance  of  the  neighborhood,  and  (3)  the 
planned  design  features  of  the  neighborhood. 

In  consideration  of  these  goals,  the  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee  recommends 
that  new  development  on  vacant  and  underutilized  land  conform  to  the  following 
specific  guidelines: 

1 .  Restore  and  extend  the  historic  pattern  of  street  blocks  in  the  South  End. 

2.  Encourage  the  creation  of  prominent  focal  points  and  preserve  existing  view 
corridors. 

3.  Establish  height  limits  which  are  compatible  with  the  architecture  of  various 
neighborhoods  in  the  South  End. 
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4.  Build  new  buildings  to  conform  to  prevalent  setbacks  in  order  to  create 
distinctive,  well-defined  streets  and  avenues. 

5.  Build  new  buildings  which  are  compatible  with  the  proportion,  scale,  mass, 
and  design  features  of  adjacent  buildings. 

6.  Use  brick  as  the  primary  construction  materials  for  new  buildings  in 
keeping  with  historic  South  End  architecture. 

7.  Build  attractive  fences  around  community  gardens  which  are  compatible  with 
the  design  of  adjacent  buildings. 

8.  Create  streets  with  trees,  plantings,  appropriate  sidewalk  paving  and  public 
parks  in  the  tradition  of  historic  streets  such  as  Union  Park  or  Rutland 
Square. 

If  accepted  by  the  Working  Group,  the  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority  will 
incorporate  these  guidelines  into  the  Request  for  Proposals  which  the  Authority 
will  issue  as  part  of  the  disposition  process  for  public-owned  parcels  in  the  South 
End. 

In  order  to  further  implement  and  enforce  these  design  guidelines,  the  Sub- 
Committee  proposes  the  following  plan  of  action: 

0    Revise  the  height,  setback  and  floor  area  ration  requirements  of  the 
Zoning  Code,  as  necessary. 

o    Make  additional  areas  of  the  South  End  subject  to  the  South  nd 

Landmark  District  Commission  standards  and  criteria,  which  dictate  the 
height,  scale,  mass,  site  layout  and  material  of  new  construction,  by 
extending  the  District  boundary. 

o     Negotiate  ways  to  achieve  these  guidelines  with  other  agencies  or 
organizations  as  the  Boston  Housing  Authority  or  the  Trust  for  Public 
Land. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The  South  End  Is  the  largest  intact  historic  Victorian  rowhouse  district  in 
the  United  States,  distinguished  by  a  high  degree  of  architectural  coherence. 
Within  this  historic  neighborhood,  there  area  extensive  areas  of  vacant  and 
underutilized  land,  the  legacy  of  the  1960's  urban  renewal  era,  which  have 
tremendous  potential  for  development.  The  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority  and 
the  City  of  Boston  own  much  of  this  vacant  land  which  these  public  agencies  will 
eventually  make  available  for  new  development.  In  order  to  ensure  that  new 
development  on  these  vacant  parcels  (both  public  and  private)  enhances,  rather 
than  detracts  from,  the  highly  valued  design  quality  of  the  South  End,  the  Urban 
Design  Sub-Committee  is  recommending  a  set  of  design  guidelines  for  the 
development  of  these  parcels. 

If  accepted  by  the  Working  Group,  the  BRA  will  incorporate  these  into  the 
Request  for  Proposals  which  the  Authority  will  issue  as  part  of  the  disposition 
process  for  public-owned  parcels  in  the  South  End. 

ANALYSIS 

In  order  to  reach  consensus  on  these  guidelines,  the  Sub-Committee  analyzed 

existing  conditions  in  the  South  End  and  identified  the  design  assets  and 

liabilities  that  either  contributed  to,  or  detracted  from  the  visual  and 

environmental  quality  of  the  South  End.  Some  of  the  design  qualities  which  give 

the  South  End  its  unique  character  are  as  follows: 

o    Repetitive  architectural  elements  such  as  bay  windows,  bow  fronts,  detailed 
cornices,  exterior  steeps,  mansard  and  gable  roofs  (in  some  cases)  and 
dormer  windows. 

o    A  network  of  focal  points  that  give  a  visual  order  to  the  neighborhood 
(i.e.,  views  of  church  steeples  at  the  end  of  the  streets). 
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o    Narrow  residential  cross-streets,  intersecting  wide  boulevards  and  avenues 
(Tremont  Street,  Columbus  Avenue),  that  connect  the  various  neighborhoods 
too  the  larger  South  End  community  and  ensure  a  sense  of  accessibility  to 
all  residents. 

0    Intimate,  pedestrian  scale  blocks. 

o    Consistent  street  walls,  building  heights  and  setbacks. 

0    Consistent  scale  and  proportion. 

The  Following  excerpt  from  the  1983  Report  of  the  South  End  Studv 
Committee  on  the  Designation  of  the  South  End  as  a  Landmark  District  succinctly 
describes  the  urban  form  of  the  South  End:  "The  South  End  is  large,  well- 
defined,  and  densely  built  up.  The  major  boulevards  have  long  vistas  while  the 
shorter,  often  tree-lined  residential  cross-streets  are  slightly  curved.  The 
different  streets  are  distinguished  by  width  and  direction,  by  subtle  variations  in 
the  architectural  style  and  height  that  vary  from  one  block  to  another,  and  by 
the  proximity  of  open  park  space  or  the  presence  of  a  fenced-in  "English"  park 
fond  on  some  of  the  short  residential  blocks. 

In  this  century  there  have  been  three  substantial  alterations  to  the 
nineteenth  century  landscape:  the  major  east-west  streets  have  been  connected 
by  bridges  across  the  railroad  track  right-of-way  to  their  counterparts  in  the 
Back  Bay,  ending  the  nearly  total  isolation  of  the  South  End  from  that  district; 
much  of  the  Fort  Point  Channel  has  been  filled  in,  eliminating  the  last  vestige  of 
harbor  shoreline  and  its  related  maritime  industries;  and  the  building  of  the 
Cathedral,  Castle  Square,  and  I.B.A.  housing  developments  which  radically  altered 
the  street  patterns  and  replaced  the  original  buildings  in  those  articular  areas. 

The  residential  buildings  which  are  predominant  in  the  South  End  are  the 
red  brick  rowhouses  of  four  or  five  stories  with  double  basement  and  mansard 
roof.  Characteristic  architectural  features  include  decorative  entrance  canopies, 
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decorative  iron-work  and  granite  of  brownstone  trim.  Tfie  most  popular  styles  of 

houses  are  the  bow  front,  the  flat  front,  and  the  angle  bay.  There  are  some 

brownstone  buildings,  some  smaller  three-story  houses,  a  few  frame  houses,  and 

some  larger  apartment  buildings  and  commercial  structures.  A  major  element  of 

the  South  End  is  its  many  distinctive  churches  and  associated  structures. 

Important  also  are  the  municipal  and  civic  buildings  that,  with  few  modern 

exceptions,  relate  in  style,  materials,  and  design  to  the  overall  framework." 

The  design  goals  for  the  South  End  should  be  to  preserve  and  to  enhance 

key  elements  of  this  urban  design.  New  development  should  refer  to  and 

acknowledge  these  elements  which  are  as  follows: 

o    Pedestrian  Scale  of  the  NeighbortKXxl 

The  design  and  location  of  the  South  End  provides  for  a  strong  pedestrian 
emphasis.  Tree  lined  streets  grace  the  neighborhood.  Brick  walls 
predominate.  The  4-5  story  scale  of  the  buildings  and  width  of  the  streets 
provide  for  the  pedestrian  nature.  Walking  in  this  area  is  inviting  because 
of  access,  location  and  scale.  Neighborhood  shops  are  conveniently  located 
within  walking  distance.  Small  business  areas  are  located  within  the 
neighborhood.  The  central  location  of  the  South  End  also  allows  easy 
pedestrian  accessibility  to  downtown  and  other  parts  of  Boston. 

o    Historical  Significance  of  the  Neighborhood 

Many  of  the  structures  in  the  South  End  date  back  to  the  Victorian  era. 
Large  parts  of  the  South  End  have  been  designated  in  the  national  Register 
of  Historic  Places;  this  landmark  district  is  covered  by  Landmark  and 
Protection  area  guidelines.    New  construction  should  actively  defer  to  these 
historical  precedents  and  context  in  these  areas.  Materials  such  as  red  brick 
and  stone  predominate.  Bowfronts  and  bays  are  characteristic  of  this 
Victorian  element. 

o    Planned  Design  Features 

This  area  is  marked  by  a  planned  and  high  quality  of  design.  Visual  focal 
points  are  present  throughout.  Uniform  regular  repeating  patterns  of  the 
streetscape  enhance  the  visual  uniformity.  The  area  is  characterized  by  an 
English  park  style  which  softens  the  urban  environment  and  creates  a  visual 
center.  The  scale  of  the  buildings  are  comfortable  to  the  individual.  New 
buildings  should  speak  to  this  architectural  vernacular  present  in  this  area. 
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In  consideration  of  these  goals,  the  Sub-Committee  recommends  several 
specific  guidelines  for  new  development  which  are  outlined  in  the  following 
section  of  this  report. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.       Restore  and  extend  the  historic  pattern  of  street  blocks  in  the  South  End. 

Map  1  shows  the  historic  street  block  pattern  of  the  South  End  prior  to 
the  urban  renewal  program  in  the  1960s.  The  most  valued  architectural 
characteristics  of  the  South  End  result,  in  part,  from  the  size  of  the  traditional 
residential  streets,  blocks  and  parcel  sizes  within  these  blocks. 

The  size  and  parcelization  of  the  typical  block,  to  an  extent,  dictates  the 
height,  scale  and  bulk  of  buildings  on  the  block.  In  the  South  End  the  width  of 
the  typical  block  allows  space  for  regular  rows  of  attached  townhouses  facing 
each  of  the  streets,  which  bound  the  block,  with  sufficient  space  between  the 
back  of  each  townhouse  to  allow  for  private  or  semi-private  outdoor  space. 

The  layout  of  each  block  has  imposed  an  intimate,  pedestrian  scale  on  the 
neighborhood.  The  length  of  each  block  never  exceeds  800'  which  means  that 
major  retail  streets  (such  as  Tremont  Street)  are  never  more  than  a  five  minute 
walk  for  residents  living  in  the  middle  of  the  block.  These  dimensions  are 
conducive  to  pedestrian  use,  a  positive  aspect  that  South  End  residents  often 
identify. 

The  remarkable  consistency  of  these  block  dimensions  have  ensured  an 
appealing,  unifying  regularity  of  building  size,  shape  and  scale,  which  contributes 
to  the  South  End's  architectural  identity.  Both  residents  and  outsiders  see  the 
South  End  as  a  unified  district  of  similar,  but  distinct  buildings  creating  a  "sense 
of  place",  rather  than  a  random  collection  of  individual  detached  buildings  of 
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contrasting  size,  shape  and  architectural  style.  In  the  industrial  areas  of  the 
South  End,  this  block  pattern  also  has  imposed  a  regularity  on  the  larger 
manufacturing/warehouse  buildings  which,  in  the  best  historic  examples,  has 
created  a  distinct  architectural  identity. 

Site  layouts  within  this  South  End  street  pattern  has  allowed  for  low-scale 
buildings  which,  nevertheless,  have  accommodated  large  enough  population 
densities  to  support  a  variety  of  amenities  such  as  neighborhood  stores,  churches, 
cultural  institutions,  parks  and  other  active  public  areas  that  enrich  city  life. 

Map  2  shows  the  historic  street  block  pattern  overlaid  on  the  existing 
South  End  and  extended  out  into  the  vacant  and  underutilized  land  beyond  Albany 
Street.  By  imposing  this  "street  grid"  on  large  potential  development  sites,  we 
can  ensure  that  the  scale  of  new  development  in  these  areas  is  in  keeping  with 
the  historic  architectural  and  urban  design  context  of  the  South  End,  in  the  same 
way  that  the  19th  century  street  and  block  and  ensured  a  sensitive  architectural 
scale. 

Map  2  also  shows  the  areas,  built  in  the  1960s  and  1970s,  which  interrupt 
the  prevalent  street  pattern:  Boston  City  Hospital,  Boston  University  Medical 
Center,  the  Cathedral  Housing  Project,  the  I BA/Villa  Victoria  development.  Castle 
Square  and  the  former  New  York  Streets  Industrial  Area.  Planners  built  each  of 
these  large  developments  by  closing  off  existing  streets  and  combining  small 
blocks  to  create  "superblocks".  The  "campus-like"  site  layout  of  these 
developments  violated  the  historic  street  pattern  of  the  South  End. 

In  most  cities,  the  width  and  direction  of  the  typical  street  denotes  the 
degree  of  permissible  public  accessibility:  a  pedestrian  knows  that  a  narrow, 
winding  back  alley  is  probably  not  accessible  to  the  public  while  a  wide  avenue  is 
clearly  part  of  the  public  domain.  The  closing  of  an  existing  street  gives  the 

NHD19/05.RPT 
031490/7 


SOUTH  END  DEVELOPMENT  POLICY  PLAN 


RESTORED  AND  EXTENDED  HISTORIC  STREET  BLOCK 
PATTERN  IN  THE  SOUTH  END 


Existing  street  blocks 

Areas  where  streets  have  been  closed 
to  create  "superblocks." 

Proposed  street  blocks 


MAP  2 


perception  that  public  access  to  an  area,  or  group  of  blocks,  is  no  longer 
permitted. 

In  the  South  End,  the  closing  of  streets  to  create  these  "superblocks"  has 
isolated  these  developments  from  the  community  and  created  the  perception  that 
these  areas  are  not  accessible  to  neighborhood  residents.  This  isolation  is 
compounded  by  the  fact  that,  in  some  cases,  planners  set  back  the  buildings  from 
the  street  in  contrast  to  the  site  layout  of  typical  attached  South  End  rowhouses 
(i.e.,  Cathedral  Housing  Project).  In  the  case  of  housing  projects,  the  isolated 
"superblocks"  that  project  residents  are  often  not  perceived  as  being  part  of  the 
larger  community.  The  large  buildings  in  the  Medical  Area  "superblocks"  turn 
blank  walls  to  pedestrians  on  the  streets  which  bound  this  area,  effectively 
isolating  these  institutions  from  the  South  End  community  and  further  creating 
the  perception  that  these  areas  are  off  limits  to  residents. 

Given  the  disruptive  impact  of  1960's  urban  renewal  "superblock"  planning  n 
the  South  End,  the  Development  Policy  Plan  should  include  guidelines  which: 

o    Prohibit  street  closings  in  future  developments. 

o    Restore  the  historic  street  block  pattern  to  the  extent  possible. 

o    Extend  this  street  pattern  into  the  large  vacant  development  parcels  beyond 
Harrison  Avenue. 

2.       Encourage  the  creation  of  prominent  focal  points  and  preserve  existing  view 
conridors. 

Views  of  prominent  focal  points  such  as  the  church  steeple  at  the  end  of 
Warren  Avenue,  the  Cathedral  at  the  bend  of  Washington  street,  the  Christian 
Science  dome  from  Springfield  Street,  enhance  the  visual  quality  of  the  South 
End. 

New  buildings  should  not  obstruct  important  existing  view  corridors.  Where 

it  is  possible,  new  development  on  large  parcels  (in  the  Albany  Street  area,  for 
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example)  include  focal  points  of  architectural  interest  at  the  end  of  views  down 
existing  streets. 

In  the  spirit  of  the  historic  South  End,  new  buildings  at  important 
intersections  should  mark  the  corner  highly  visible  and  distinctive  architectural 
features,  such  as  rounded  bays. 

3.       Establish  height  limits  which  are  compatible  with  the  architecture  of  various 
neighbortioods  in  the  South  End. 

The  height  of  proposed  development  should  relate  to  the  individual 
neighborhood  character  and  the  height  and  scale  of  adjacent  buildings  to  avoid  an 
overwhelming  or  dominating  appearance  of  new  structures. 

Map  3  shows  recommended  height  limitations  for  various  areas  of  the  South 


End. 


Albany  Street  Corridor.  The  area  between  Albany  Street  and  the 
Expressway  Includes  large  areas  of  vacant  land  on  the  fringe  of  the  South 
End  at  the  farthest  point  from  residential  areas.  It  seems  appropriate  to 
allow  building  heights  between  40'  and  150'  in  this  area  where  there  will  be 
the  least  visual  impact  on  residential  neighborhoods.  Larger  buildings 
should  be  restricted  to  this  corridor  where  people  working  or  residing  In 
these  buildings  will  have  direct  access  to  the  Expressway  without  needing  to 
pass  through  the  residential  streets  of  the  South  End.  The  positive  visual 
impact  will  be  that  buildings  in  this  height  range  will  block  unsightly  views 
of  the  Expressway  visible  down  cross-streets  from  Harrison  Avenue  and 
provide  an  opportunity  for  interesting,  compatible  architecture  serving  and 
focal  points  for  existing  streets. 

Mid-Rise  Areas.  In  the  industrial  areas  within  the  Harrison  Avenue  corridor 
and  along  Herald  Street,  the  height  of  new  buildings  should  generally  be 
between and . 

Low  Rise  Area.  New  building  heights  should  not  exceed  70'  except  in  Mid- 
rise  Zones  along  major  streets  or  the  Albany  Street  Corridor,  in  order  to  be 
consistent  with  the  low-rise  residential  character  of  the  South  End. 


The  height  of  buildings  along'  streets  significantly  affects  a  persons 

perception  of  the  street.  If  the  building  heights  are  low  in  relation  to  the  width 

of  the  street,  peripheral  views  down  the  street  are  not  contained  enough  to 
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SOUTH  END  DEVELOPMENT  POLICY  PLAN 


GENERAL  HEIGHT  GUIDELINES 

PROPOSED 
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MAP  3 


provide  "a  sense  of  unifying  space."  Conversely,  tall  buildings,  forming  a 
continuous  "street  wall,"  which  have  a  height  much  greater  than  the  width  of  the 
street,  will  block  sunlight  and  make  the  street  feel  claustrophobic. 

The  heights  of  new  buildings  in  the  South  End  should  conform  to  a  ratio  of 
street  wall  height  to  width  of  between  1 :2  and  1:1.  This  formula  should  be  the 
basis  of  recommended  height  guidelines  on  vacant  parcels,  particularly  at  the 
intersections  of  major  streets.  (See  figures  1  and  2.) 

4.       Build  new  buildings  to  confomri  to  prevalent  setbacks  in  order  to  create 
distirx^t,  well-defined  streets  and  avenues  reminiscent  of  Tremont  street, 
Columbus  Avenue,  and  the  intimate  residential  streets  in  the  South  End. 

The  site  layout  of  new  developments  should  have  continuous  building 
facades  built-out  to  the  sidewalk  with  no  set-backs  in  keeping  with  the  historic 
pattern  of  the  South  End.  With  few  exceptions.  South  End  buildings  with  set- 
backs such  as  the  industrial  buildings  along  Washington  Street  between  East 
Berkeley  and  Herald  Streets  or  the  hospital  buildings  along  Harrison  Avenue  - 
detract  from  the  urban  design  quality  of  the  South  End.  (See  figures  3  and  4.) 


5.       Build  new  buildings,  which  are  compatible  with  the  proportions,  scale, 
massing  and  design  features  of  adjacent  buildings. 

New  developments  should  reflect  the  positive  aspects  of  the  existing 

architectural  context  of  the  South  End.  New  buildings  should  conform  to  the 

proportion  and  scale  of  historic  South  End  architecture  by: 

0    Using  the  same  proportions  of  windows,  doors  and  other  features  of  the 
historic  Victorian  architecture  of  the  South  End.  (In  the  case  of  residential 
buildings.) 

o    Designing  facades  of  new  buildings  that  display  proportions,  textures  and 
detaiTs  (such  as  window  bays,  stoops,  oriels,  belt  courses,  cornice  lines, 
columns,  piers  and  moulding)  which  are  compatible  with  adjacent  historic 
buildings. 
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FIG.  I 


1:2  Ratio 

Building  Height:  Street  Width 


1:2  Ratio  with  taller  buildings  at  major  street  corners 


FIG.  2 

1:1  Ratio     Building  Height:  Street  Width 


FIG.  3 


A.  Street  with  consistent  height  and  setback 

B.  Street  with  varying  building  heights  and  setbacks 


Street  with  varying  heights  and  setbacks 


inconsistent  street  wall     vs.     continuous  street  wall 


Continuous  street  wall  and  setback 


Discontinuous  street  wall  with  varying  setbacks 
FIG.4 


The  mass  and  scale  of  new  buildings  should  be  consistent  with  the  mass  of 
existing  buildings  on  adjacent  blocks. 

New  residential  developments  should  follow  the  massing  of  traditional  row 
house  buildings  that  have  resulted  from  the  incremental  parcelization  of  typical 
btocks. 


6.  Use  proper  red  brick  as  the  primary  constaiction  material  for  new  buildings 
in  keeping  with  historic  South  End  architecture. 

7.  Buikj  attractive  fences  around  community  gardens  which  are  compatible  with 
the  design  of  adjacent  buildings. 

NEXT  STEPS  FOR  THE  URBAN  DESIGN  SUB-COMMITTEE 

With  the  approval  of  the  Working  Group,  the  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee 


proposes  to  follow  up  this  report  in  several  ways: 


1 .  The  Sub-Committee  will  prepare  a  final  revised  version  of  this  report  which 
incorporates  comments  from  the  Working  Group.  Due  Date:  May  23,  1990. 

2.  The  Sub-Committee  will  work  with  the  Land  Use  Sub-Committee  to  explore 
the  urban  design  implications  of  recommended  land  uses.  As  part  of  the 
Land  Use  Report,  the  Urban  Design  Sub-Committee  will  attach  an  analysis 
which  summarizes  the  development  capacity  of  vacant  or  underutilized  land 
under  current  zoning.  Due  Date:  June  6, 1990. 

3.  With  the  help  of  the  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority  staff,  the  Sub- 
Committee  will  recommend  to  the  Working  Group  a  streetscape  design  for 
the  reconstruction  of  Washington  Street,  including  proposals  for  sidewalks, 
landscaping  and  other  amenities.  These  recommendations  should  serve  as  the 
South  End  Working  Group's  response  to  the  MBTA's  Environmental 
Notification  Fonn  (ENF)  for  the  Washington  Street  Replacement  Transit 
Improvement  Project.  It  is  critical  that  the  Group  respond  when  the 
Massachusetts  Environmental  Protection  Agency  public  comment  period  begins 
on  April  26,  1990  in  order  to  ensure  that  the  MBTA  develops  plans  for  the 
Washington  Street  reconstruction  in  a  way  that  furthers  the  objectives  of 

the  Development  Policy  Plan.  Due  Date:  Early  May. 

4.  The  Sub-Committee  will  work  with  the  Boston  Redevelopment  Authority 
staff  to  prepare  specific  design  guidelines  for  BRA  disposition  parcels  based 
on  the  Working  Group's  recommended  land  uses.  These  guidelines  will  be 
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included  in  the  BRA  Request  for  Proposals  for  parcel  disposition.  Due  Date: 
to  be  determined. 
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